THE DEFILE OF THE BATTLE AXE.  397
Numbers of the Mercenaries' faces were eaten by red-tetter; this they thought had attacked them from touching Hanno. Others imagined it was because they had eaten the fish of Salammbd ; and, far from repenting, they dreamed of yet more abominable sacrileges, that the humiliation of the Punic Gods might be greater. They would have liked to exterminate them.
Thus, for the term of three months, they marched wearily along the eastern coast, from behind the mountain of Selloum, and as far as the first sands of the desert, seeking a place of refuge, no matter where. Utica and Hippo-Zarytus alone had not been treacherous ; but alas, Hamilcar surrounded both of these cities. Then they reascended to the north at hazard, without knowing the roads. By dint of miseries, their brains were disturbed.
Their only sentiment was one of exasperation, which continued developing itself. One day they found themselves again in the gorges of Cobus, once more before Carthage !
Then the engagements multiplied. Fortune inclined to neither side; both armies were so worn out that they wished, instead of skirmishing, to engage in a great pitched battle, provided that it should certainly be the last.
Matho had desired to carry the challenge himself to the Suffeta*   However, one of his Libyans devoted himself to the mission.   At his departure all were convinced that he would not return. He returned the same evening. ITamilcar accepted the challenge.   They would meet the uoxt day at Buurise, on the plain of Rhades.